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EDITORIALS & COMMENT

Our soldiers should be thanked for progress in Imq

By Rob Simmons

(44 © are now ready.” the
Iragi Army officer
said, speaking with

authonty and confidence.

We were in northern Irag, near
the city of Mosul, and I was hear-
ing something 1 had not heard
before. Our briefer was Lt Col,
Amar, the commander of the 22nd
Battalion of the Iragi Army’s 2nd
Brigade, 2nd Division.

He had taken command of the
unit a year earlier, was threatened
with decapitation, and suffered
serions casualties while fighting
jointly with U.S. forces last year.
Now his unit was staffed,
equipped, and trained to take full
responsibility for its area of oper-
ations in Mosul,

According to schedule, the 2nd
Division would u:mplm the tran-
sition of .luthunl} ¢ August
2006. This is what Amar had been
waorking for and it is what we
want, It is a positive development.

As Iraqi security forces increas-
ingly take to the field w secure
their country, U.S. soldiers can
step back and begin to come
home. The challenge is to step
back s;«hlun)dllm]ly while Iraq
takes up the burden of its own
defense, and 1o keep our soldiers
as safe as possible i the interim.

From Jan. 8-13, 1 led a biparti-
san congressional delegation to
Irag, Kuwait, and Germany on
behalf of the House Armed
Services Committee. Our purpose
was threefold:

* To assess the progress of the
Iraqi security forces 1o assume
security responsibil

« To examine U.S. force protec-
tHon programs;

* And to listen to U.S, troops
about their issues.

Iragi security forces

On the first point, there is no
question that progress is being
made. Not only have Ira
ty forces as
responsibility to provide security
for the three historic elections in
20035, but they are shouldering
increased responsibility for areas
of operation under their control.

This is according to plan and, as
Sen. Joseph Licherman has writ-
ten, “the plan has not remained

stubbornly still but has changed
over the y " to adjust to field
requirements.

The “National Strategy for
Victory in Irag,” released in
MNovember 2005, states one of our
objectives is to “develop the Iragis’
apacity o secure their country
while carrying out a campaign to
defeat the terrorists and newtralize
the insurgency.” We are making
progress in meeting that objective.

In the summer of 2004 there
were five Iragi army battalions and
no Iragi special police battalions

igaged in the fight to secure the
country. Now there are 97 lragi
army and 28 special police battal-
ions. In the fall of 2004, there were
TTO000 Iragi security forces; now
there are 214,000, Inelligence tips
to the Iragi security forces have
grown from several hundred a
month to almost 5,000 per month,
which shows popular support for
these forces over terrorists,

LS. foree protection

Progress is also being made in
American force protection. When
I visited Irag more than two years
ago the high mobility multi-pur
pose wheeled vehicles our troops
were using did not have the
required up-armor upgrades.
Today we are told virtually all of
those vehicles and most trucks in
theater have been up-armored.
Those that have not been modified
are used on bases.

In addition, some troops now
drive the Stryker combat vehicle,
which was unavailable two years
ago. The Stryker is ideally suited
for service in Iraq as it brings
together the capacities for rapid
deployment, survivability, and tac-
tical mobility. The Stryker features
an armor add-on kit that provides
360-degree protection from rocket-
propelled grenades, and we are
told the vehicles have survived
multiple attacks with no casualties,

Substantial progress has been
made in defeating improvised
explosive devices using electronic
jammers, remaote vehicles, and
large armored vehicles,
Improvements have also been
made in training U.S. forces in
how to avoid IEDs, although more
trainers will be requested in the
coming months,

Several problem areas remain

| and we were astounded to leam of
the delays in upgrading body

armor for U.S. forces. Granted,
body armor is widely available,
but certain improvements such as
shoulder and under-arm protec-
tion, and some sizes of protective
plates, are not supplied in suffi-
cient quantity. This is unaccept-
able and the House Armed
Services Committee will hold a
hearing on this subject as soon as
the House reconvenes this month.
LLS. troop issues

While troop morale is often
mixed in a combat zone, I found
morale to be uniformly high
among those we met. They feel
they are doing something impor-
tant, they see results and they want
to finish the job. Many active-duty
soldiers volunteer 1o retum for a
second tour because they believe
their service is important.

On the issue of immediate with-
drawal, there was unanimous
opposition. One soldier said, “We
cannot leave too quickly, or i
would be a waste.” Another said,
“We need to give these people a
chance.” One Air National Guard
pilot said he felt safer flying into
Irag today than two years ago.
That's progress.

One area of concern was opera-
tions tempo, the frequency of
deployment 1o Irag or Afghanistan.
This is of concern to National

| Guard and Reserves because they

are removed from civilian jobs and
COMIMUNINES 1o SErve OVerseas.
Too-frequent deployment stresses
families and results in deferred pro-
motions in civilian jobs. These sol-
diers are understandably uncasy
about how they will maintain their
civilian jobs if they are called 1o
duty periodically.

The National Guard and Reserve
are doing an extraordinary job in
Iraq. The recently retumned 143rd
Area Support Group from
Connecticut was the first Guard
unit charged with Embassy securi-
ty, providing protection to the criti-
cally important “Green Zone™ in
Baghdad. Despite their honest and
faithful service, we need 1o exam-
ine how we draw upon the time and
talent of our Guard and Reserves so
as not to wear them out.

Transition to authority
As the Iragi army and police

forces continue the “transition to
authority”™ and assume more con-
trol of secunty, our soldiers can
come home. This happening.
Wi spent more than two hours at
the Multi-National Security
Transition Command-Irag learn-
ing about the training and deploy-
ment of Iragi police who are criti-
cal to civilian security. While
Americans train the Iragi police
trainers, they in turn recruit and
train their own forces. This allows
the Iragi Ministry of Interior to
take over responsibility for civil
security from ULS. forces.

LS. transition teams of military
police personnel are located at
every level of the Iragi police
organization to help. This adviso-
ry effort reduces our risk to our
soldiers, while placing police at
the front line of their civilian
security in mosques, neighbor-
hoods, and homes — where they
belong, and we do not.

American will

In his book “From Vietnam to
9/11." Rep. John Murtha (D-Pa.)
wrote:

“1 believe the most important
lesson of the 20th century for
America is that we can expect our
national security to be challenged
when our military is weak or
when we are perceived as being
irresolute.”

I agree completely. Having
served in the ULS. Army on active
and reserve duty for more than 37
years, there is no doubt in my
mind that we have today the best
military we have ever had. They
are well-educated, well-trained,
and highly motivated. Best of all,
they are all volunteers, in most
cases doing what they have cho-
sen to do.

But the issue of being “irres-
olute™ is roublesome.

Soldiers in Irag expressed frus-
tration that the U.S. media often
1gnores the positive work they are
doing, and focuses on the nega-
tive. This negativity has spread
into some of the partisan debate
on the war.

The administration plan for suc-
cess in the security of Iraq rests
on “'six core .|~sump'[il.‘|n'. " one of
which is that “our own political
will is steadfast.”

As a Vietnam veteran | ¢

Rep. Rob Simmeons with Craig
Young of Plainfield in Irag.

to be haunted by the specter that
one of our failures in that war was
a failure of will. It was a failure
that began at home and spread
abroad, bringing hope and com-
fort for those who wished us il
Those who do not want o see
freedom or any democratic insti-
tutions in Iraq or elsewhere in the
Middle East are betting that we
are “irresolute” and will tire of the
effort.

All Americans want our troops
home safely, successfully. and
soon. But no war was won with
an exit strategy. We need a time-
line, not a deadline. We must sys-
ternatically measure progress to
ensure the Iragis are assuming
responsibility for security of their
country. I believe we can and will
begin withdrawing troops this
yedr.

I have seen the faces of our men
and women serving in [raq. I do
not doubt they want to come
home as soon as possible. [ feltss
the same way when [ was in
Vietnam. But they know they are
doing essential work in the cause
of freedom and democracy. The
future of these values in the
Middle East depends upon their
SUCCESS.

Their success, in tum. largely
depends upon the will of the
American people. The best way to
thank our soldiers and their fami-
lies for their service and sacrifice
is to help them successfully com-
plete the mission.

The writer is the U.S. House of
Representatives member from the
2nd Congressional District.




